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ABSTRACT
“Throughout history, expanding cities have always run over villages, hamlets, 
estates, gardens, and soft elements that constitute the countryside, the domain 
that hosts agriculture and nature.”  Urban Villages, essentially a composite 
of these “soft” elements, remained as one of the hardest anchors among the 
residual or by-product in China’s urban development.
Until 1985, the Pearl River Delta region had been mainly dominated by farms 
and small rural villages. The onset of economic reform and the open-door 
policy brought an influx of foreign investment which fueled the unstoppable 
train of urbanization. Rapid urbanization let to the formation of Urban Vil-
lages, a contested space between urban and rural land. Conflicts between 
different constituents of these spaces start to emerge.
In the view of city government, urban villages are illegal constructions rather 
than a part of the city’s fabric. They are often considered an urban pathology 
that is incompatible to the city’s modernity. Thus, the complex power structure 
within the debate of urban villages is often misconstrued and misunderstood 
as the dichotomy between city government and indigenous villagers. How-
ever, the migrant workers, the most vulnerable group who relies heavily on 
urban villages’ informal housing are often neglected and ignored by planners 
and architects. Therefore, there is an opportunity to dissect the urban land-
scape from an alternative point of view: finding spatial agencies for migrant 
workers.
The project focuses on researching urban villages within the Pearl River Delta 
region of China. The research strives to identify and understand the constitu-
ents at play and their respective spatial agencies and find possible interven-
tions in both conventional and non-conventional design method that would 
start generating spatial agencies for migrant workers.
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 Source: World Bank Report Provides New Data to Help Ensure Urban Growth Benefits the Poor, The World Bank Group, 26 Jan 2015
Pearl River Delta Urbanized Area - 1985
Pearl River Delta Urbanized Area - 1995
BACKGROUND
Pearl River Delta:
The focus of this research is on the Pearl River Delta region of the 
People’s Republic of China, one of the most economically dy-
namic regions of the country since the launch of China’s econom-
ic reform in 1979. 
 
Over the past 30 years, the PRD has become a megalopolis 
consist of metropolises such as Guangzhou, Shenzhen, Zhuhai, 
and Dongguan. According to the World Bank Group, the PRD 
has become the largest urban area in the world in both size and 
population.[1] 
 
Behind the staggering economic achievement is the world’s fac-
tory that manufactures products such as electronic devices, tex-
tiles, garments, and a wide range of other goods.  
 
Until 1985, the PRD had been mainly dominated by farms and 
small rural villages. The onset of economic reform and the open 
door policy brought an influx of foreign investment which fueled 
the unstoppable train of urbanization. Rapid urbanization let 
to the formation of Urban Villages, a contested space between 
urban and rural land. Conflicts between different constituents 
of these spaces start to emerge. Among them, the most pressing 
concern is the absence of viable, affordable housing solutions 
in most major cities. If cities continue on the course of force land 
expropriation and village gentrification, soon millions of migrant 
workers and city newcomers face the imminent threat of being 
homeless.  
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Guangzhou
63% 12%85% 85%
Dongguan
18% 91%
Foshan
32%
100%
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85%
Zhongshan Zhuhai
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Major Cities:1982-2007
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 Yuting Liu et al., “Urban Villages under Chinas Rapid Urbanization: Unregulated Assets and Transitional Neighbourhoods,” Habitat International 
34, no. 2 (2010): 135.
WHAT IS A URBAN VILLAGE?
- Urban villages are the unusual products of rapid 
urbanization through land expropriation.
Different from the western planning concept of 
the ‘‘urban village’’, which refers to a village style 
neighborhood in the urban context of western 
countries. These villages are developed from ru-
ral settlements and become transitional neigh-
borhoods under rapid urbanization. The urban 
village is called “chengzhongcun” in Chinese, lit-
erally ‘‘village encircled by the city’’. The rapid 
expansion of Chinese cities has been encroach-
ing into surrounding villages since the 1990s. 
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Image: Elaine Yolam Kwong, Incremental Village: Elevating the Urban Vernacular of 21st Century Guang-
zhou. 
Shixi Village Xian Village
Chebi VillageLuoyong Village
Sanyuanli Village Shipai Village
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 Stefan Al, Villages in the City: A Guide to South Chinas Informal Settlements (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 2014), 25.
Shenjing He et al., “Social Groups and Housing Differentiation in Chinas Urban Villages: An Institutional Interpretation,” Housing Studies 25, no. 5 
(2010): 4
CONSTITUENTS
Many observers had regarded the urban villages 
as the only cosmopolitan spaces in Guangzhou. 
Immigrants from others parts of the country sell lo-
cal products and open regional restaurants in ur-
ban villages, adding a layer of cultural diversity 
over the predominant Cantonese culture in the city. 
 
Among this urban hotchpotch, there are three ma-
jor social groups: landless farmers whose farmland 
was forcibly expropriated by the city government; 
rural migrants who provide cheap labor to the city 
while suffering from institutional discrimination; and 
employees of small street-run businesses. 
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 Fulong Wu, “Housing in Chinese Urban Villages: The Dwellers, Conditions and Tenancy Informality,” Housing Studies 31, no. 7 (2016): 15
Citizens with an urban house-
hold register, usually do 
white-collar work in the city, 
but can’t afford city rent.
Indigenous villagers with rural 
household register; landlords 
of urban village housing or 
shopowners of small business 
in the village
Migrant workers with a tem-
porary residence permit; does 
various work in the city.
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Urban Village Evolution
Shenzhen
Guangzhou
Dongguan
Zhongshan
Foshan
Zhuhai
Stage 1
Traditional Village Settlement Expropriation of Agricultural Land Beginning of Illegal Developments Gradual Expansion of Village Housing Complete Eradication of Urban Villages
Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 Stage 5
Within these settlements, the land is 
divided into farmland and housing 
plots. (zhaijidi) Both kinds of prop-
erty belong to the village as a col-
lective, but individual households 
are entitled to claim a portion of 
them. 
When urban expansion encroaches 
into rural land, the city government 
needs to acquire land rights from 
the rural collective to convert rural 
land into urban land. In many cases, 
to avoid the costly compensation to 
relocate villagers, the city government 
only expropriates the farmland of the 
village, and the housing land remains 
in the hands of the collective.
Because the villagers’ rights are 
not alienable to a third party out-
side of the collective, they cannot 
capitalize their assets through land 
or housing sale, so they redevelop 
their housing into leasing units to 
gain profits.
Village housing, typically low 
quality and high-density with 
many closely packed apartment 
blocks of 2–8 floors, is rented out 
to migrant workers and also some 
urban residents.
When the help from the guidelines 
of government policy, the Guang-
zhou Urban Redevelopment Office 
has set ambitious goals to eliminate 
nine, eventually all, urban villages in 
Guangzhou, following the redevelop-
ment paradigm of the “Liede model.”  
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THE BATTLE OF URBAN VILLAGE 
DEVELOPMENT
The Players: 
Who’s the Winner and Who’s the Loser?
OR
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0.5%
51.5%
48%
29.9%
12.3%
6.2%
18.9%
6.6%
11.3%
11.6%
Primary Industry
Secondary Industry
Tertiary Industry
Manufacturing
Architecture
Wholesale & Retail
Transportation & Storage & Postal 
Service
Hotel & Catering
Residential Service & Repair
Other
Migrant Workers in Cities
Source: COLLECTIVE RESPONSIBILITY, 2016 Hope and Opportunity Report. 
Source: Chinese National Bureau of Statistics: 2017 Migrant Workers Survey Report
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Mr. Zhang is from Hubei. He came to Shipai Vil-
lage in 2011.
Together with two friends from his hometown, 
Zhang now runs a small computer screen shop. 
He rents a single-room unit and uses all the emp-
ty space for storing computer components. 
 
After paying for material costs and rents for the 
shop and his room, Zhang earns over 3,000 
RMB (433 USD) per month, but material costs 
keep rising. 
His wife works as a saleswoman in another IT 
company. She manages to save about 1,200 
RMB (173 USD) per month.
Mr. Zhang
Stefan Al, Villages in the City: A Guide to South Chinas Informal Settlements (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 2014), 135.
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Mr. Chen is from Hebei. He has lived in the 
Sanyuanli Village for three years as a migrant 
worker, and now runs a hair salon. 
All of his eight employees are migrants from dif-
ferent provinces in China.
The rent of Chen’s shop costs 2,000 RMB (290 
USD) per month. 
His shop makes a good profit because there are 
a lot of young people between 20 to 40 years 
old living in the village and the demand for hair 
salons increases progressively year by year. On 
contrast, Chen only pays 600 RMB (87 USD) per 
month to rent his home.
Mr. Chen
Stefan Al, Villages in the City: A Guide to South Chinas Informal Settlements (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 2014), 155.
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Mr. Wang is from Sichuan. 
After graduating from art school, Wang got 
bored of working as a designer in the ad-
vertising industry and sold his business and 
moved to Dafen Village for a new life.
Wang found a job in an electronics factory 
with a monthly salary of 900 RMB (130 USD). 
After two years, Wang quit his job at the fac-
tory and rented a small exhibition area in 
Dafen Village and became a painter. 
Mr. Wang
Stefan Al, Villages in the City: A Guide to South Chinas Informal Settlements (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 2014), 89.
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THE THREE VILLAGES
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Shipai Village
Total Population: 270,000
Area: 99 acres
Area per Person: 61 sqft
Building Height: 7-9 stories
Stefan Al, Villages in the City: A Guide to South Chinas Informal Settlements (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 2014), 127.
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Shipai Village: Digital Industry Primary Retail
Secondary Retail
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Sanyuanli Village
Total Population: 85,000
Area: 17 acres
Area per Person: 86 sqft
Building Height: 4-6 stories
Stefan Al, Villages in the City: A Guide to South Chinas Informal Settlements (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 2014), 147.
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Sanyuanli Village: Clothing Industry Primary Retail
Secondary Retail
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Dafen Village
Total Population: 10,200
Area: 23 acres
Area per Person: 99 sqft
Building Height: 3-10 stories
Stefan Al, Villages in the City: A Guide to South Chinas Informal Settlements (Hong Kong: Hong Kong U.P., 2014), 81.
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Dafen Village: Art Industry Primary Retail
Secondary Retail
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Ten-Thousand Villages Campaign
The “Ten-Thousand Villages Campaign” was a integrated renovation on ur-
ban villages in the Shenzhen that Vanke started. 
They aimed to renovat urban village housing into long-term rental apartments (at affordable price), 
within a neighborhood of community commercial, community education and industry work. The rent 
for the renovated apartemnts would remain in the same range as the original housing units, with a 
slight increase, in exchange for a more secure and comfortable living environment with basic home 
appliances.
However, despite the relatively “low” increase in rent that Vanke believed to be reasonable, many 
tenants still complain about it, and many of them are forced to leave. This is mainly due to the fact 
many migrant workers have very high price elasticity to their rent; a 10% increase in rent may cause 
them to go from just getting by to unable to sustain their life.
Source: Jiemian, Shendu Article. Accessed December 18, 2018. https://www.jiemian.com/article/2220937.html
Source: Jiemian, Jingmian Article. Accessed December 18, 2018. https://www.jiemian.com/article/2346449.html
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Despite the generic method of construction, housing typologies among various villages have 
subtle differences intended to accommodate the specific industries that were integrated into 
the village’s economy.
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INTERVENTIONS
 
In response to the migrant worker housing scarcity in the 
city of Guangzhou, this intervention proposed three major 
reforms consisted of a special zoning policy for the urban 
village area, a reform in the redevelopment model, a reform 
in the affordable housing tenure policy to help establish a 
formal rental system for the low-income population.
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三改二保留政策
Three-Reform and Two-Preservation Policy
- Transform existing zoning regulation and impose new building regulations to create a 
better living condition.
- Preserve cultural heritage and economic ecosystem inherent to the village.
- Transform existing redevelopment method. Introduce a more flexible development mod-
el which allows collective-owned enterprises (COEs) and villagers’share-holding com-
panies to conduct self-redevelopments.   
- Preserve and expand the affordable housing sector to accommodate migrant workers 
and other low-income population.
- Transform housing and retail tenure policy to encourage development in the affordable 
housing sector and local business. 
Zoning Reform and Infrustructural Development
Redevelopment Reform and Affordable Housing Retainment
Affordable Housing and Retail Tenure Reform
- The government will take the lead to 
fill the vacancy of basic infrastructures, 
and generates incentives for self-devel-
opments. 
- 30% of the newly developed housing 
units must be affordable housing, and 
the rest can be sell in the commercial 
housing market. 
- 50% of the newly developed housing 
units must be affordable housing, and 
the rest can be sell in the commercial 
housing market. 
- New developments must conform to 
the zoning  and building regulations
- Newly developed affordable housing units 
will be rented out on a 70 years lease.  
 
- Regardless of the household register status, 
qualified low-income population are entitled to 
affordable housing. Local business owner and 
essential city service industry employee are 
prioritized in the selection process.  
 
- Tenants are responsible for paying an ac-
cumulative fund for covering building main-
tenance cost and a portion of the land lease 
renewal fee at the end of the 70-year contract. 
City Government
Developer
COEs and villagers’ 
share-holding companies
City Government
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